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Abstract: The remarkable influx of Chinese migrant entrepreneurs in different West African 
countries in recent years has been met with growing resistance by established local entrepreneurs. 
Whether the former have a competitive edge over the latter because of distinctive socio-cultural 
traits, or whether the Chinese supposed effectiveness is just a characteristic feature of any trading 
Diaspora, is open to question. This exploratory study of Chinese and Nigerian entrepreneurial 
migrants in Ghana and Benin tries to answer this question. Apparently, the cultural motive powers of 
migrant drivers of change are not restricted to inherited value systems or religions like a protestant 
ethic or Confucianism, but they are permanently adapted and invented anew by transnational 
networks of migration in a globalized world. There is no evidence for a supposed superiority of 
Chinese versus African innovative cultures of entrepreneurial migrants. Rather there exists an 
enhanced innovative capacity of a trading Diaspora in general vis-a-vis local entrepreneurs, 
regardless of the background national culture in which it is embedded. In addition, the rivalry between 
Chinese and Nigerian migrant entrepreneurs in African markets does not necessarily lead to the 
often suspected cut-throat competition under the impact of globalization. Often both groups act rather 
complementary. This contributes under certain conditions even to poverty alleviation in the host 
country. 

Resume: [ Des acteurs de changement ou des concurrents sauvage ? Des cultures d'innovation 
exceptionnelles des entrepreneurs migrants chinois et nigerians en Afrique de I'Ouest] - L'afflux 
remarquable des entrepreneurs migrants chinois dans differents pays d'Afrique occidentale au cours 
des dernieres annees a ete heurtee a une resistance de plus en plus farouche par des entrepreneurs 
locaux etablis. Que les premiers ont un avantage concurrentiel sur les derniers en raison de traits 
socio-culturels distinctifs, ou si I'efficacite supposee chinoise est juste une caracteristique de toutes 
les diasporas mercantiles, est ouvert a la question. Cette etude exploratoire des migrants 
entrepreneuriales chinois et nigerians au Ghana et au Benin tente de repondre a cette question. 
Apparemment, les forces culturelles des agents du changement migrants ne sont pas limitees a des 
systemes de valeurs heritees ou religions, comme une ethique protestante ou le confucianisme, 
mais ils sont adaptes en permanence et ont invente de nouveau par des reseaux transnationaux de 
la migration dans un monde globalise. II n'y a aucune preuve d'une pretendue superiority de la 
culture d’innovation chinois par rapport aux cultures d’innovation africaines des migrants 
entrepreneuriales. Plutot, il existe une capacite accrue d'innovation d'une diaspora mercantile en 
general vis-a-vis des entrepreneurs locaux, independamment de I'origine de la culture nationale 
dans lequel il est integre. En outre, la rivalite des entrepreneurs migrants chinois et nigerians dans 
les marches africains ne conduit pas necessairement a la concurrence coupe-gorge souvent 
suspectee sous I'impact de la mondialisation. Souvent, les deux groupes agissent plutot en fagon 
complementaires. Cela contribue, sous certaines conditions, meme a la reduction de la pauvrete 
dans le pays d'accueil. 
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1. Cultures of Innovation: a review of concepts 


The upsurge of Chinese migration to Africa in the past decade drew considerable public 
attention already some years ago, largely unnoticed by the outside world. Scholarly interest in 
this phenomenon, which will be summarized below, is of more recent nature. A decisive 
question was (and still is): do these new Chinese migrants constitute the much-required drivers 
of change in Africa (cf. Mohan and Tan-Mullins 2009)? Intimately related to this question is a 
second one: does there exist any significant difference between the innovative drive of Chinese 
and African migrant entrepreneurs? The comparative study of cultures of innovation of Chinese 
and Nigerian entrepreneurs in Benin and Ghana envisaged in this article addresses the general 
question of socio-cultural roots of development and its perpetual adaptation to the actual setting 
of informal institutions in which they are embedded. A holistic understanding of the linkage 
between culture and development is the underlying rationale of the concept of Cultures of 
Innovation, as developed by UNESCO (2004), and scholars such as D’Orville (2004) and others 
(cf. Kohnert 2006). Schumpeter’s distinction between ‘innovation’ and ‘invention’ is crucial in 
our understanding of Cultures of Innovation as it focuses on the dissemination and 
implementation process of inventions, driven not just by the strong will of an individual 
charismatic entrepreneur, but stimulated by the economic, political and cultural institutional 
framework of a society as constituent of innovations, i.e. the implementation and dissemination 
of inventions (cf. Schumpeter 1934 [1912]; Swedberg 2002). Thus, Cultures of Innovation 
constitute informal institutions, which are often based on shared values or value systems. They 
fulfil important roles of orientation, motivation, coordination, and legitimization regarding the 
actual performance of innovation processes (cf. Heidenreich 2001). The concept provides a 
methodological framework for the delimitation and analysis of elements and strategies of an 
innovative cultural agency. Cultures of Innovation depend on space, time and context specific 
frameworks. They are a significant part of multiple modernities, influenced by globalization and 
transnational networks and social spaces (cf. Featherstone 2007; Hahn and Klute 2008; Pries 
2001; Robertson 1995; Sassen 2001; 2006). Further on, innovative cultures of migrants are 
shaped by the changing requirement of informal institutions in their respective African host 
communities to which they have to adapt in order to survive (cf. Meagher 2007; 



2005). Therefore, due regard must be paid to the fallacies of methodological nationalism (cf. 
Beck 2007; Chernilo 2006). 


For our purpose, Cultures of Innovation are defined as relatively stable modes of cognition, 
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behaviour and social organization, directed towards development. Notably, within the 
framework of African cultures, an unjustified reduction of cultural economics to a culture of 
Western standards of reason and rational choice, against which Stephen Marglin and others 
already cautioned (cf. Marglin 2009: 295-296; Kohnert 2007), should be avoided. 

Examples of Cultures of Innovation are to be found in different realms: religion is obviously one 
of it, as Max Weber's famous thesis about the protestant ethic as the spirit of capitalism already 
suggested. A more recent poof has been provided by a case study of new Christian and Islamic 
movements as modernizing forces behind Nigerian informal entrepreneurs (cf. Meagher 2009). 
Ethnic networks of migrant entrepreneurs or the cultural foundations of trading diasporas as 
drivers of modernization are other examples, as demonstrated in another study on Igbo informal 
enterprise and national cohesion from below (cf. Meagher 2009a). Within the field of politics, 
the sovereign National Conferences which mushroomed in Francophone Africa as driving belt of 
transition in the early 1990s represented another innovative culture, although the outcome was 
not always that convincing as in the model-case of Benin (cf. Kohnert 2006). 

Cultures of Innovation of migrant communities are often embedded in the broader social setting 
of'ethnic entrepreneurship' (Volery 2007: 30-31). However, both concepts are clearly distinctive 
in scope, aim and methodology. The most notable conceptual advance of the concept of ethnic or 
cultural entrepreneurship is the introduction of a transnational dimension (cf. Zhou 2004: 
1054-60, 1066). The latter suggests that migrant entrepreneurs are characterized by a 'mixed 
embeddedness' in distinctive spheres of cultures: their own 'traditional' one, that of transnational 
migrant networks and of the host community, and of formal vs. informal institutions (cf. Volery 
2007: 35). This transnational dimension has also been underlined in the critique of 
methodological nationalism concerning migration theories (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2008; 
Wimmer and Schiller 2002; Sassen 2006). In any case, trading diasporas, to become effective 
and 
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The concept of 'development' in our understanding follows a holistic approach as presented by Amartya Sen 
(2004: 2,3): "in one form or another, culture engulfs our lives, our desires, our frustrations, our ambitions, and 
the freedoms that we seek. The freedom and opportunity for cultural activities are among the basic freedoms 
the enhancement of which can be seen to be constitutive of development." (Sen, 2004:3). 



sustainable, need an ideology, a symbolic blueprint for their organization, as Abner Cohen 
rightly asserts in his seminal publication on the cultural strategies of trading diasporas (cf. Cohen 
1971). This ideology is most often based on the creation of myths of belonging, including rules 
of rewards and sanctions. All this developed in "a long process of trial and error, of cultural 
innovations and of mediation and symbolic formulation” (cf. Cohen 1971: 276). 


2. Comparative studies of Chinese and African business cultures in 
Sub-Saharan Africa 

2.1 Review of literature 

The remarkable growth of Chinese-African trade in the past ten years has drawn a lot of 
scholarly attention. Already in 2006, an OECD study envisaged the new Asian giants China and 
India -as growth models for Africa, although it cautioned about possible 

negative effects on resource allocation, governance (rent-seeking) and poverty reduction (cf. 
Lyons and Brown 2009; Goldstein et al. 2006). In 2007, China became the second most 
important trading partner of Africa, just behind the USA and before France (cf. Bertoncello and 
Bredeloup 2009: 45). Most studies focused so far on macroeconomic or political effects of the 
circulation of goods and capital on this new 'silk road to Africa' (cf. Broadman 2007). The 
accompanying circulation of labour received less attention. 

Yet, a large-scale immigration of Chinese entrepreneurs into Africa went along with the soaring 
trade figures. Up to one million Chinese flocked into Africa within the past ten years, although 
an exact count of the population is not possible because of the irregular status of most 
immigrants (cf. Lessault and Beauchemin 2009; Mohan and Kale 2007: 910). Undoubtedly, the 
deregulation of China's emigration legislation and of private labour recruitment in the early 
2000s out of geopolitical and ideological concern facilitated the outward movement (cf. Mohan 
and Kale 2007:16). In any case, this influx resulted already in an exceedingly visible Chinese 
presence, particularly in African capitals, and more recently also in 'resource frontier zones', e.g. 
of the oil-rich Niger Delta, the Zambian or Congolese Copperbelt, or flanking newly established 
Chinese 'silk roads' in Sub-Saharan Africa. Other landmarks of growing Chinese presence are 
the veritable China-towns of Lagos (cf. Akinrinade and Ogen 2008), Johannesburg or Cape 
Town. 



Apparently, the growing Chinese Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in Africa involved primarily 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs), which are said to be driven by a strong entrepreneurial 
spirit and ethos (cf. Gu 2009: 574). By now, even Chinese management consultants for Chinese 
SMEs tour Africa regularly. Some, like Wang Wenning, one of China's most important 
executive consultants, and incidentally director of 'Africa Invest', the only Chinese consultancy 
firm dealing exclusively with Africa, were already envied by their Western peers for their 
outstanding success (cf. Blume 2008). Up to now, most scholarly studies focused on macro or 
national levels of analysis (cf. Broadman 2007; Asche&Schiiller 2008). However, to the 
ordinary public in Africa, Chinese presence is most remarkable in the local market, notably in its 
incorporated form as cheap consumer goods, affordable also to the poorer sections of the 
population, but also as Chinese migrant entrepreneurs. A growing number of more recent case 
studies on this development from various African countries are available by now, as will be 
shown in the following. However, a major scholarly question remains unsolved (cf. Mohan and 
Tan-Mullins 2009): Could these Chinese entrepreneurial migrants provide an example of an 
innovative spirit which could boost sustainable economic growth in Sub-Saharan Africa? Do 
Chinese migrants in Africa act as agents of development, or are they just another facet of the 
plundering of African resources by old and new global players? 

Differing answers to this question have been discussed controversially among scholars and 
politicians (cf. Asche and Schuller 2008 for an overview). There are strong indicators that 
African infant industries are deemed to lose from the tremendous growth of China's cheap 
consumer good exports, notably textiles, footwear, and other low-price non-durable consumer 
goods. One visible sign was the gradual displacement of clothing exports of African countries. 
(Gu 2009; Sylvanus 2009; Akinrinade and Ogen 2008). This has got already negative effects on 
manufacturing terms of trade of the nascent African export industry (cf. Kaplinsky 2008). 
However, Kernen and Vulliet (2008: 33) maintain, based on field studies in Mali and Senegal, 
that in the majority of African countries Chinese goods (still) compete not so much with local 
products but with competing imports, in view of weak nascent local industries. According to 
them, competition is rather between Chinese and African traders importing similar goods from 
China (pp. 33-36). Both trading communities have their own structural advantage. Whereas 
Chinese traders dispose generally over more efficient supply-networks in China, African 
importers, obviously more familiar with local custom and trade-enhancing informal institutions, 
apparently still guard a competitive edge concerning the distribution network and small 



retail sale in their home country, notably in the hinterland. According to Dupre and Shi, this 
constitutes a division of labour rather than rivalry between Chinese and local traders in the 
domestic market, at least in Benin and Mali (cf. Dupre and Shi 2008: 38). 

Nevertheless, there is a growing reserve among African stakeholders vis-a-vis this remarkable 
incursion of Chinese migrant entrepreneurs. African trader's associations for example 
increasingly resort to political pressure on their respective national governments in order to 
demand protectionist measures, both against migrants and goods made in China (e.g. in Nigeria, 
Senegal and Togo; cf. Bertoncello and Bredeloup 2009: 52-53; Sylvanus 2009; Mohan and Kale 
2007: 15-16; Akinrinade and Ogen 2008) 

However, in what respect and under what exact conditions both groups compete or complement 
one another, and in how far Chinese migrant entrepreneurs are more efficient and innovative 
than their African competitors remains an open question. This will be investigated in the 
following exploratory study based on a review of literature by focusing on a small but important 
part of the universe of Chinese and African trading diasporas in West Africa. The example of 
migrant entrepreneurs in the capitals of Benin (Cotonou) and Ghana (Accra), both intimately 
linked to the regional super-power Nigeria in various ways, serves as a first rapprochement to 
answer these questions: Cotonou, as a transit hub for the mainly informal trade with Nigeria, and 
as a cradle of mushrooming informal institutions of both immigrant groups; Accra as an 
emerging regional sub-power alongside Nigeria in Anglophone West Africa. A survey of 
literature, as well as the analysis of data available on the Internet on the comparative 
characteristics of innovation cultures of both ethnic migrant communities, constitute a 
preliminary base for further hypotheses generation and testing of the hypotheses formulated 
below. The first working hypothesis is that the competition of Chinese and Nigerian migrant 
entrepreneurs does not necessarily lead to the suspected cut-throat rivalry or hostility under the 
impact of globalization in general and in view of the recent worldwide financial crisis in 
particular. Under certain conditions, it may spur the development of specific but complementary 
cultures of innovation. A strong capacity of adaptation to the rapidly changing living conditions 
and business opportunities in their host country is a base for survival and success for both groups 
of migrants. Nevertheless, according to my second hypothesis, their business strategies and 
modes of survival differ significantly, with due regard to the demands of both their home 
community, the transnational Diaspora as well as the host country in that they are meant to 
integrate. Thirdly, the cultural underpinnings of migrant drivers of change are not restricted to, 
nor necessarily dominated 



by inherited customs or religions, like the revival of Confucianism (cf. Pairault 2007), 
Pentecostalism (cf. Kamphausen 2000) or Vodun. They are permanently and creatively adapted 
and invented anew by transnational networks of migration in a globalized world in order to suit 
the specific needs of these migrant communities. However, up to now, there is only scanty 
evidence available, and if discussed at all in scholarly sources, the issue remains debatable. 


The relative performance, success and linkage of business networks of Chinese and African 
entrepreneurs are apparently controversial issues. Nevertheless, most scholars agree that the 
remarkable entrepreneurialism shown by overseas Chinese in Africa (and elsewhere) is rather 
due to their specific networks, adapted to the requirements of globalization, and not to cultural 
characteristics like Confucianism (cf. Mohan and Kale 2007: 2, 7-8; Ho 2008). In fact, the 
Chinese Diaspora is not at all homogenous. Although there are traits of a common cultural 
heritage, this fact is overlaid by language and regional distinctions (e.g. Canton Chinese versus 
Mandarin), as well as class, gender, and age differences. In addition, "the shift in global 
capitalism towards 'flexible accumulation 1 has produced complex business networks which 
exploit increasingly fluid 'comparative advantages' of multiple sites" (Mohan and Kale 2007: 8; 
for Mali cf. Bourdarias, 2009). Nevertheless, the economic dynamism shown by this Diaspora is 
said to wield a disproportional impact in Africa, and this much more concerning 'development' in 
general than concerning economic growth (cf. Mohan and Kale 2007: 6; Brautigam 2003). In 
general, Chinese migrant entrepreneurs have a more pronounced self-esteem as agents of 
modernization and development vis-a-vis their African counterparts instead of the other way 
round (cf. Bourdarias 2009: 18-19, based on a prolonged field study in Mali). 

According to Deborah Brautigam, who did comparative field studies on Chinese business 
networks in Mauritius and Eastern Nigeria, "research on indigenous business networks in 
sub-Saharan Africa suggests that they are less likely than European or Asian networks (in 
Africa) to provide the kind of credit, information, and examples that can launch an entrepreneur 
into manufacturing." This is said to be mainly due to the lack of supportive investment policies 
of African countries and the high degree of informality of African trade that is said to limit 
indigenous networks. Contrary to African business networks, Chinese ones "facilitated the 
‘flying geese pattern’ of industrialization" (Brautigam 2003: 452, 454-55, 465-66). 



Based on comparative studies of Chinese and African business cultures in Kenya, Alexandra 
Gadzala (2009: 205-06) maintains as well that Chinese guanxi networks of SMEs preserve a 
competitive edge over their Kenyan counterparts. The manifold ethnic divisions of African 
countries and subsequent cleavages between ethnic groups preclude, so it is said, an effective 
inter-ethnic concertation and the forging of horizontal ties of African entrepreneurs. The latter, 
however, is said to be typical for Chinese SMEs because of its cultural homogeneity, although 
this hinders the ability to connect with partners beyond their immediate networks on the other 
hand (Gadzala 2009: 206). Because guanxi networks are based on inter-personal trust within 
highly circumscribed exclusive networks, maintenance of one's own 'face' is said of much 
greater importance than in African networks. Moreover, Chinese trust relations are characterized 
by the abiding nature of long-term obligations, compared to the alleged immediacy generally 
expected in African networks (cf. Gadzala 2009: 205-06). 

Yet, the alleged differences between Chinese and African cultural networks as described by 
Gadzala are questionable. Much of the particularities of distinct guanxi networks described by 
her, in actual fact strongly reminds of the long-standing scholarly discussion of African ethnic 
patronage relations too, which are neither primordial nor divisive, but continually adapted to 
modern requirements and guided by a sophisticated social fabric of both bridging and bonding, 
alleviating cross-cultural exchange (cf. Meagher 2005: 227). This corresponds with the view of 
those China Watchers who contest that guanxi is something unique to Chinese culture. They 
rather consider it to be little more than a Chinese word for social networks and social capital to 
be found in the informal sector of all developing societies (cf. Gold et al. 2002: 3). In addition, it 
is by no means clear to what extent those guanxi networks are liable to change and if they adapt 
to new local environments (cf. Gold et al. 2002: 4). Nor is it clear how they impact on African 
networks under the prevailing conditions of globalization. This concerns notably the question 
whether a merger of the positive business enhancing aspects of both cultures gradually takes 
place, or whether there exist reinforcing, neutral or negative effects of Chinese ventures on 
African’ business practices (cf. Pratt 2009: 40). 

In a study based on data from the Regional Program on Enterprise Development, including 
Kenya, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Tanzania, V. Ramachandran and M. K. Shah (1999) arrive at 
the conclusion that overseas Chinese (or Indian) entrepreneurs in Africa, start out larger and 
grow significantly faster than local African firms. They argue that Asian minority entrepreneurs 
dispose of informational and financial networks that provide 



better access to credit, information, and technology for members of these networks compared 
with their African counterparts. Again anecdotic evidence of the supposed superiority of guanxi 
networks serves as an argument for the differential advantage of Chinese entrepreneurs in Africa 
(taking the example of Kenya, cf. Ramachand and Shah 1999: 74). 


Storey and others suppose on the contrary a cross-cultural diffusion of management practices 
(Storey et al. 2008: 464). In their view, Asian business networks like the guanxi are bound to mix 
with similar African cultures in a globalized world. They hold that African management has 
always been largely cross-cultural management out of necessity, in view of the rich and diverse 
cultural heritage of African ethnic groups and their intimate historic linkages. Reportedly, the 
notion of the South African ubuntu for example, meaning 7 am who I am through others' serves 
as indicator of cross-cultural diffusion - in contrast to exclusive social networks like the Chinese 
guanxi, or self-centred credos of Western cultures, notably the Descartian doctrine cogito ergo 
sum or Smithsonian economics that focus on the supposed benevolent macroeconomic impact of 
individual egoistic actors. Although the concept of ubuntu is not known in all parts of Africa, 
similar visions of communal humanism exert a strong appeal for advocates of a multi-cultural 
African renaissance (Storey et al. 2008: 464). However, Claire Adida cautions against premature 
hypotheses of easy cross-cultural exchange among different ethnic groups with similar cultural 
traits. Based on fieldwork among Nigerian immigrants in Accra and Niamey, she concludes that 
too close cultural similarities between immigrants and host society rather worsen 
immigrant-host relations and social integration. Host country citizens tend to reject those 
migrants, they fear will easily blend in and compete all the better for scarce resources (cf. Adida 
2008). 


3. Chinese migrant entrepreneurs in West Africa: drivers of change? 

3.1 Chinese migrant entrepreneurs in Ghana 

Chinese migration to Ghana has a long history. It started already in colonial times and blossomed 
during the early days of Ghana's independence when Chinese citizens, mainly from Hong Kong, 
were lured by the Nkrumah government and its promise of a flourishing economy of an English 
speaking Commonwealth member (cf. Ho 2008a: 9-10; Ho 2008: 



55-56; Mohan and Tan-Mullins 2009: 598). As elsewhere in Africa, however, the substantial 
influx of mainland Chinese only began in late 1990 for reasons mentioned already above. 
Nowadays, there live between 6,000 and 20,000 Chinese in Ghana, mainly in the coastal urban 
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areas of Accra, Tema and Takoradi (cf. Mohan and Tan-Mullins 2009: 591) . For most Chinese 
migrants, moving abroad signified progress and modernity, because they wanted to distance 
themselves from cultural practices, traditions and politics at home, thought to be at cross with an 
enlightened (Western) imagination of modernity, shared by these migrants. But the recent rise of 
China as a major global player, applying as well the rules of global capitalism, could convince 
them to consider returning home eventually. They may take it as an indicator that China's 
'anachronistic' values are beginning to fade out (Ho 2008: 52-53). This newly opened option for 
circular migration should still enhance the propensity to migrate to Africa. 


However, the innovative drive of the first waves of Chinese entrepreneurial migrants in Ghana 
up to the 1980s, focusing on the manufacture and service sector, was already beyond question. 
These migrants were true global acting entrepreneurs. They were keenly aware of, and switching 
between temporary lucrative business opportunities and facilitating national policies, including 
(illegal) foreign exchange transactions, as shown by detailed case studies by Conal Ho, which 
can not be presented here because of lack of space (cf. Ho 2008: 57-71). These cases 
demonstrate at the same time that individual innovative agency and profit orientation does not 
necessarily contribute to the wealth of a nation, as Adam Smith thought. 

Whether the new wave of overwhelmingly small-scale Chinese entrepreneurs in Ghana shares 
the same innovative drive is an open question. Certainly, the massive inflow of FDI and the 
growth of Chinese imports in Ghana already mentioned was also beneficial for them. But in the 
meantime, the business climate in Ghana had changed considerably, among others because the 
legal framework for expatriates became more restrictive, competition grew stronger, and 
disposable resources of the newcomers were considerably lower than in the past. All together 
impacted also on the effectiveness of their own trading networks, last but not least because of 
heightened suspicion of Chinese migrants vis-a-vis outsiders - even of their own country - in 
view of the class divide between different networks of Chinese immigrants and the informal 
business transactions in which most of them were entailed (cf. Ho 2008: 60-61). 
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Most of them work under irregular conditions, which is why more exact estimates are not available. 



If one would believe the local media, especially the Ghanaian tabloid press, most Chinese 
entrepreneurs in Ghana are involved nowadays - certainly to a differing degree in irregular 
activities. Notably in illegally retailing, which is apparently often covered by a shop fronted by a 
Ghanaian counterpart (cf. Liu 2010:193, 196). In recent years, Chinese entrepreneurs also 
entered small-scale gold mining, locally known as galamsey. Small-scale mining was legalized 
in 1989 by the small-scale mining law. However, 95 per cent of it remained informal activities in 
which an estimated 50,000 to 100,000 workers, mostly Ghanaian but also foreign, earn their 
living, notably in the Western Region. Chinese gold miners, sometimes backed by local 
traditional chiefs, entered the trade in providing funding and employing heavy equipment for 

4 

illegal mining operations under the guise of providing services to small-scale miners . This 
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threatened Ghanaian miners who lacked the resources necessary to parry Chinese competition . 


Incidentally, there were by no means only Chinese who violated these regulations, major culprits 
convicted in 2007 came also from Nigeria, India, Germany, Netherlands (Baah et al. 2009: 97, fn 

10). Yet, beside Chinese traders, Nigerians were actually most often targeted by the task force of 
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the Ghana Investment Promotion Center (GIPC) against illegal retail trading . In principle, 
Chinese and other foreign nationals are nowadays allowed in manufacturing, the service sector, 
or wholesaling. In order to protect the national labour market, the Ghana Investment Promotion 
Act of 1994 (Sec. 17 to 19) reserves retailing up to a certain volume for Ghanaians only (cf. Baah 
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et al. 2009: 97) . Ghanaian entrepreneurs increasingly complained because of alleged 
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'dumping' , e.g. of flooding the market with cheap counterfeits made in China, of transferring 
investments in manufacture contrary to the law in trading companies, of transgressing the 
restrictions for 

. cf. Adam, Basiru (2009): Ghana: investors turn illegal miners. Public Agenda (Accra), 27 July 2009. "Illegal 
mining: 7 Chinese grabbed". Daily Graphic/ Ghana, 9 February 2010; -"Illegal mining deprives state of 
revenue", 27 November 2009, www. 2 ranhicahana.com; 23.04.10; -Marfo, Kwame Asiedu (2009): Foreianers 
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Take Over Galamsev. 21st Auaust 2009, httn:/Avww. 2 ranhic 2 hana.com : 23.04.10. A similar develonment 
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has been observed by A. W. Gadzala (2010: 41, 53) in Zambia. In November 2007 about 200 angry Nigerian 
businessmen stormed the Joy FM offices complaining about unfair closures of their business, which according 
to them contravened ECOWAS protocols on free trade. The Nigeria Union of Traders in Ghana (NUTAG) 
backed the protest (cf. "GIPC to meet aggrieved traders", myjoyonline.com, 11/29/2007; 'Nigerian traders 
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protest application of law", myjoyonline.com, 11/30/2007) The Ghanaian investment code stipulates that 
foreigners who want to engage in retailing have to register with the Ghana Investment Promotion Centre 
(GIPC) with a minimum capital of US$ 300,000. In addition, they should employ at least 10 Ghanaians. In 
November 2007 the Ghana Union of Traders (GUTA) urged members of parliament to review the investment 
code in order to raise the minimum investment to one million US$, and the number of Ghanaians employed to 

25 (cf. Kokutse, F. (2008): Ghana: 'You have to speak up when competition destroys you'. IPS, 31.07.08). 
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However, nothing changed up to date. "There were significant complaints about Chinese companies taking 
their products as well as those of Ghana Textile Printing Company (GTP) and dumping them on the Ghanaian 
market through the neighbouring Togolese port at Lome" (Madichie/Saeed, 2010). 




foreigners concerning retailing, or because of lack of respect for labour rights. The Ghana United 
Traders Organization (GUTA), the representation of Ghanaian retailers and petty traders, 
protested against the alleged impunity of perpetrators and exerted increasing political pressure 
on the Government. Chinese investors in Ghana, on the other hand, were concerned about a 
worsening policy environment (cf. Baah et al. 2009: 98). Other Chinese businessmen in Ghana 
were troubled by 'cultural barriers' of collaboration, e.g. the alleged lax work ethic of their 
Ghanaian labourers or employees who often disappeared without permission for funerals, 
marriages or other family events (cf. Mohan and Tan-Mullins 2009: 596). All these tendencies 
together might be interpreted as a sign of a growing social and political confrontation between 
Chinese and African entrepreneurs. 

However, encounters of Ghanaian and Chinese entrepreneurs on the micro-level are not at all 
characterized just by fierce competition, envy or enmity. Relations are shaped to a great deal by 
particular situations and contexts, fluctuating in space and time, as well as by real or imagined 
social boundaries. This has been aptly analyzed by Jing Jing Liu in her comparative study of 
encounters of Chinese and Ghanaian entrepreneurs in Makola Market, Accra (cf. Liu 2010). 
There, innovative drive and 'resourcefulness' is reserved neither exclusively to Chinese nor to 
Ghanaian identities, but ascribed to both, depending on the conditions. Under certain 
perspectives, Chinese traders may view their counterparts in a very positive light, notably in 
comparison with other Africans, even stressing their shared work ethic as helpful and hard 
working humans, when compared e.g. to Kenyans (Liu 2010:197). On the other hand, Ghanaian 
small-scale entrepreneurs may feel themselves culturally closer to the Chinese, who are not 
above working and living under the same precarious social environment side-by-side with their 
African counterparts, compared with for example Lebanese traders, although the latter may be 
seen as more intimately integrated into their host society (cf. Liu 2010: 196-97). 

3.2 Chinese migrant entrepreneurs in Benin 

Chinese entrepreneurs, workers and academics have been present in Benin already for about 
three decades. This has been interpreted as a side effect of good diplomatic relations between 
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Peking and the Marxist government of Mathieu Kerekou (1972-1989). However, 
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"China built the Benin Friendship Stadium in 1982, followed two years later by the Manucia factory for 
making cigarettes and matches. From May 1987 to April 1993, China and Benin were partners in the 
Associated Benin Textiles Industries (SITEX). [In November 2004, SITEX was declared bankrupt and 



as elsewhere, the boom of Sino-Benin business relations started only about ten years ago. 
According to informed estimates, just some 700 Chinese lived in Benin in the early 1980s, but 
their number increased to 1,000 in 2.000 and more than 2,700 in 2004. 

In the early 2000s, China became the second biggest trading partner of Benin (after Nigeria and 
France, cf. Mounmouni 2010: 35). In 2008, it accounted for 40 per cent of its imports and about 
21 per cent of exports (mostly cotton; cf. EIU-Benin country report Jan. 2010: 22). Chinese 
imports to Benin (740 m. US$) surpassed that to Ghana (660 m. US$) already in 2005 (cf. 
Chaponniere 2006: 5). However, most of these imports were reexports directed towards the big 
Nigerian market. Cotonou has been an international trade hub, notably for Nigeria (but also for 
land-locked neighbouring Sahelian countries) at least since the times of the Nigerian import 
substitution and indigenization policies in the 1970s and 1980s (cf. Igue/Soule 1992). Benin is 
renowned as a model of trans-border parallel trade in Africa. Already in the 1980s, the latter was 
portrayed as an indigenous solution and popular resistance to bad governance even by World 
Bank reports - inspired by the liberal doctrines of global free trade -although its development 
effects have been always controversial (cf. Meagher 1997). Growing popular resentment against 
Chinese traders in Nigeria in the 2000s reinforced this kind of trans-national shadow economy. 
The Nigerian state resorted to non-tariff trade barriers, including import restrictions and the 
(temporary) closure of the China Town in Lagos in 2006 (cf. Ogen 2008: 93, 96) because of 
alleged harmful practices of counterfeiting, smuggling and 'dumping' of low-priced or unfit 
consumer goods 'made in China' on the Nigerian market. These measures made re-exports 


- including large-scale smuggling from Cotonou even more attractive, not only for inventive 
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Chinese traders . Enhanced personal security for expatriate businessmen in Cotonou, as 
compared with Nigerian cities, like Lagos or Port Harcourt, which are notorious for a high rate of 
violent crime, was another reason for preferring cross-border 


closed. Only thanks to massive government involvement and BOAD funding, it resumed production but 
under-capacity, D.K.]. China also built the Lokassa hospital for them in 1997." (Lafargue, 2005: 1). - These 
early investments were complemented more recently by the impressive large building of the Centre chinois de 
developpement economique et commercial (Ccdecb) in Cotonou (quartier Ganhi, inaugurated in December 
2008 by the head of state Boni Yayi), the Confucius Institute at University of Abomey-Calavi in Benin, 
inaugurated in September 2009, the Centre Culturel Chinois in Cotonou (actually the first centre in Africa, 
founded already more than twenty years ago in 1988), and the Chinese University Hospital in Parakou 
(provincial capital of Northern Benin) under construction. "Unrecorded cross-border trade of Chinese goods 
between Benin and Nigeria appears to be a major enterprise, employing thousands on both sides of the border. 
[Interview with Bashir M. Borodo, president of MAN (Manufacturers Association of Nigeria) Kano, March 
2009]. The unrecorded trade also presents lucrative rent opportunities for corrupt officials on both sides of the 
border, which is one reason why smuggling has continued despite repeated official declarations of intent to 
bring it to a halt. [Interview with Nigerian journalist, Lagos, March 2009]". (cf. Mthembu-Salter, 2009: 11). 



trade with Nigeria (cf. Dupre and Shi 2008: 20). Only 36 per cent of Chinese migrant 
entrepreneurs in Cotonou, interviewed by Dupre and Shi (2008: 29) in 2008, confirmed to focus 
their activities on the local or national market of Benin (compared with 80 per-cent in Mali). A 
sample survey of Chinese migrants in Benin, conducted in early 2008 by Mathilde Dupre and 
Weijing Shi (Sciences Po, Paris), contained first detailed descriptive information on Chinese 
migrant entrepreneurs on the micro-level (cf. Dupre and Shi 2008). 

The Chinese Diaspora in Benin is not at all homogenous, even if its members maintain cordial 
terms among one another. They demonstrate an astonishing capacity of adaptation to local 
conditions in spite of the apparent language problems. Their stalls or shops are often situated 
side by side with that of local African traders, and many Chinese shop owners even lodge in their 
working place or close to the neighbourhood (cf. Dupre and Shi 2008: 14-18). The difference in 
culture and language nevertheless remains a problem, although many Chinese migrant 
entrepreneurs try to speak French (about 80 per cent) or even Fongbe (about 23 per cent), the 
vernacular of Southern Benin. Chinese employers of local labour often deplored the low level of 
education and lack of professional rigour of their African employees, whereas the latter 
complained about closeness, lack of trust or bad labour relations (cf. Dupre and Shi 2008: 34). 
According to G. Mounmouni, Chinese employers in West Africa (and elsewhere) practice a 
traditional-minded top-down approach of management, characterized by massive prerogatives 
towards African workers: They are assumed to be lazy, lack ambition and need to be controlled 
and coerced to deliver their maximal effort; this apparently applies also to Benin. As a 
consequence, most Chinese managers miss many possibilities to make good use of the potential 
of creativity and engagement of their local African workforce (cf. Mounmouni 2010: 29). 
However, whether this traditionally minded attitude applies also to small-scale Chinese migrant 
entrepreneurs, who mostly employ just family labour, and only if needed an African counterpart, 
or one to two additional local workers, is open to question. 

On the other hand, as overall in Africa (cf. Sylvanus 2009), entrepreneurs from Benin complain 
about the alleged 'disloyal' competition of the Chinese made cloth (including illegal copying of 
designs), made responsible for the ailing textile industry. Many Benin entrepreneurs see this as 
an anachronism in view of the fact that their country is the second largest cotton producer in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. Certainly, the crash of two major textile factories SITEX and CBT at 
Lokossa, both joint ventures of Benin and China, mismanaged and incapable to withstand the 
pressure of cheap imports of Chinese 
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clothes, intensified these fears . This is why Benin businesspeople consider China both as a 

"predator and partner of Benin's textile industry" (cf. Mounmouni 2010: 37). Many vendors of 

textiles on Cotonou's large international Dantokpa market are as well at cross with their Chinese 
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(and Pakistani) competitors who also engage in retailing . Notably, because they allegedly 
import Chinese made counterfeits of textile trade-marks, such as Vlisco, Super Wax or Mandras, 

13 

or smuggle textiles from neighbouring Togo (cf. Mounmouni 2010: 35) . Another concern was 
the increasing smuggling of timber to China, cut illegally and thus contributing to the 
unsustainable deforestation of Southern Benin. Although the Government of Yayi Boni 
suspended timber exports in the meantime, some Chinese from Cotonou are allegedly still 
engaged in this irregular trade, taking advantage of the porous frontier with Togo (cf. 
Mounmouni 2010: 37). 

Nevertheless, as elsewhere in Western Africa, the division of labour between Chinese and 
African entrepreneurs in Benin is rather complementary than competitive. Whereas the Chinese 
profit from lower transaction costs for the import of goods, e.g. because they are inserted in more 
performing business networks in China, their African counterparts dispose of more efficient 
distribution networks on the demand side, notably in retail trade and in the countryside (cf. 
Dupre and Shi 2008: 38). 


4. Nigerian Migrant Diasporas in West Africa: Agents of Change? 


Nigerians (estimated at about 150m in 2008) account for more than half of the total population of 
West Africa. Therefore, it is not surprising that the country has a long and dynamic emigration 
history. Hausa, Igbo and Yoruba long-distance traders from regions which nowadays constitute 
Nigeria played a decisive role in the trans-regional networks of migrant entrepreneurs since 
pre-colonial times all over West Africa (cf. Meillassoux 1971; Cohen 1971; Forrest 1994). Most 
of the international migration in the sub-region is 
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Dossa, Colbert (2010): Le textile Beninois dans l’impasse: Vers la disparition totale du tissu beninoi.. Journal 
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Dignite Feminine 21/03/10; L'@raignee -presse, http://www.blesshnet.com/heberg/laraignee ; accessed: 29.04.10. 
Retailing was practically forbidden to foreign traders under the Marxist Kerekou regime (1972-89) in order to create 
employment and to protect local petty traders. After economic liberalization, introduced by the new parliament 
subsequent to the democratic transition in 1990, all discriminatory measures between national and foreign traders 
were annulled by law (09-005 Act of 15.05.90). In 2001, because of increasing pressure of local textile traders, the 
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government banned again foreign traders from retailing (cf. Mounmouni 2010: 35). Vidjingninou, Fiacre (2007): 
Les commcrcants beninois digerent mal la concurrence chinoise. Aujourd'hui la Chine, 
http://www.aujourdhuilachine.com . accessed: 30.04.10. 



embedded in the informal sector, which causes a lack of exact data on the stock and flow of 
Nigerian migrants in different West African countries. At least case studies of Nigerian 
entrepreneurial migrants are available, e.g. for Benin (cf. Martineau 2009 and below), Cameroon 
(Lawal 2008; Nkene 2003; Weiss 1998), Ghana (cf. Antwi Bosiakoh 2009; Adida 2008; Eades 
1993; and below), Niger (Youngstedt 2004), and within Nigeria (Meagher 2005). They generally 
attest to an astonishing capacity of adaptation and integration as well as a remarkable propensity 
for change and innovation, as will be shown in the following examples of Ghana and Benin. 


4.1 Nigerian migrant entrepreneurs in Ghana 

The first wave of Nigerian immigrants in Ghana was attracted by gold and diamond mining in 
the 1920s, and later on by the growth of the cacao cash crop economy, but also by a common 
colonial language and other cultural similarities. According to a Ghanaian census of 1948, about 
46,800 Nigerians lived in Ghana; their number rose to 100,000 in 1959 (cf. Afolayan et al. 2008: 
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10) and 300,000 in 1969 (Eades 1993: 1). However, most of the entrepreneurial migrants had to 
leave in 1969 because of restrictive immigration laws introduced by the Ghanaian government, 
as will be explained in more detail below. According to World Bank estimates, there lived some 
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56,000 Nigerians in Ghana at the end of the 1980s , a total that tripled again in the past two 

decades. According to joint estimates of the World Bank and the University of Sussex, the stock 
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of Nigerian migrants in Ghana is at present about 160,000 . 


The history of Yoruba immigration to Ghana is probably one of the best-documented case 
studies of the growth and (sudden) decline of a Diaspora of enterprising Nigerians in Africa: 
Between the first and second World War "groups of enterprising Yoruba traders from a few 
towns in Western Nigeria had established a remarkably successful trading network throughout 
the Gold Coast (Ghana). Using information, skills and capital generated mainly within the 
family, 


Out of a total of an estimated 300,000 persons of Nigerian origin in Ghana in 1969, 150,000 were Yoruba, 
92,400 Hausa and 21,000 Igbo (cf. Eades, 1993: 200, fn.l). Cf. Table 1 in: "Atlas on regional integration in 
West Africa", ECOWAS-SWAC/OECD, 2006:12; http://www.atlas-ouestafrique.org/spip.php7article55 . 
cf. World Bank 2009, website: http.//econ. worldbank.org/...; Table 1: Bilateral estimates of migrant stocks. 



what grew to become the largest groups of immigrant traders in the country had spread to even the 
most remote rural areas, becoming a powerful force in the Ghanaian markets." (Eades 1993: cover 
text). 


However, the domination of central institutions of Ghana's trade by these 'Lagosians', as Yoruba 
immigrant traders were commonly called in Ghana, was met by growing resentment against 
strangers. The latter culminated in the "Alien Compliance Order" of 1969 that ordered all 
irregular migrants to leave Ghana at short notice. Thus, almost all of the 150,000 Nigerian 
Yoruba living in Ghana at that time were expelled within two weeks (cf. Eades, 1993: 1, 196, 
200 ). 

Eades' account 'from below' of Nigerian Yoruba entrepreneurs, both men and women, in 
Northern Ghana is most illustrative. It highlights that these immigrants were quick to respond to 
new economic opportunities and incentives, even in remote areas and in most unusual settings 
over a period of six decades. Many of them draw value from their own resources, relying 
extensively on low-cost family rather than wage labour, and created flourishing enterprises, 
without demanding public subsidies. In short, they were inventive agents of change, pursuing 
development strategies, although they were certainly focused primarily on their own benefit (cf. 
Eades 1993: 107-139,196). 

Nigerian migrant associations, which are most often intimately related to their place of origin, 
played a central role in the orientation of their members, in organizing and improving their 
livelihood, and in facilitating their integration into the host society. As a rule, these 
trans-national social networks did not aim explicitly at enhancing economic development. Yet, 
they became, in the pursuit of their social activities, effective development agents in Ghana, as 
demonstrated by a case study of Nigerian migrant associations in Accra by Thomas Antwi 
Bosiakoh (2009: 1, 13-14). These migrant associations could be regarded as an expression of a 
specific culture of innovation of entrepreneurial Nigerian migrants in Ghana, which gave them a 
competitive edge vis-a-vis their Ghanaian competitors. However, those hometown associations 
are no specific Nigerian cultural strategy of the organization of trading diasporas. They are 
common to other African, or even Chinese migrant entrepreneurs. 

However, the agenda and vision of the development of Nigerian migrants did not always match 
with that of the Ghanaian state or of the ruling power elite, as the expulsion of 'aliens' in 1969 
demonstrated. The general cultural proximity of Nigerians compared with Ghanaians may have 
added to growing hostility between Nigerian immigrants and their 



hosts, because the latter feared that this closeness could make them redundant even more easily, 
as Claire Adida suggests (Adida 2008). Political pressure of interest groups for the exclusion of 
foreigners in the 'national interest' is nothing new, but apparently, it celebrates a revival with the 
spread of a new nationalism all over Africa (cf. Kohnert 2007). 

4.2 Nigerian migrant entrepreneurs in Benin 

The presence of Nigerians in Benin dates back to pre-colonial times when the Yoruba kingdom 
stretched over territories, which were later on divided by colonial frontiers between French 
Dahomey and British Nigeria. Although the colonial powers tried to restrict trans-border trade as 
far as possible for particular reasons, it never ceased, although it became illegal. After the 
Second World War, Nigerian migrants settled mainly in the urban centres of Cotonou and Porto 
Novo, the economic and political capitals respectively of Dahomey (renamed Benin in 1972). 
The exact number of migrants is not known. Nowadays, estimates of Nigerian migrants in Benin 
(in 2005) range from 51,780 to 205,512 (cf. Martineau 2009: 243). 

Most immigrants remained closely attached to their hometown identity. Nevertheless, cultural 
strategies to integrate themselves into the host society differed significantly according to ethnic 
group and respective political conditions. Whereas migrants from the Nigerian town Offa, who 
for example choose to live in Cotonou, preferred to become Benin citizens, the migrants from 
Oyo, Ede or Ibadan, choose to remain Nigerian, although many of them lived already for 
generations in Dahomey/Benin (cf. Martineau 2009). In any case, the strong symbolic relation of 
the Yoruba trading diasporas in Benin with their ancestors' hometown constituted a distinctive 
cultural trait which contributed to the innovative drive of Nigerian entrepreneurial migrants, 
similar to that of their counterparts in Ghana mentioned before. This has been aptly 
demonstrated by a recently published case study of Nigerian trading diasporas in Benin by 
Jan-Luc Martineau who underlines once more the crucial fact that the cultural identity of these 
trans-national social ethnic trading networks is permanently adapted to the actual needs of all 
concerned (cf. Martineau 2009). At the same time, competing ethnic networks of the Benin 
Yoruba jealously watched any move of their Nigerian counterparts that could endanger their 
claim to the right of the first-comer and rightful owner of the cultural heritage of their nation. 



5 Articulation of trading diasporas' innovative cultures in West Africa 


Do Chinese entrepreneurial migrants in Africa outperform African trading diasporas in relation 
to individual economic success or even concerning their impact on development? Do there exist 
significant differences in the innovative drive of either group and if so, what are its underlying 
reasons? Do specific cultural traits of Chinese migrant networks favour their economic 
competitiveness compared with African cultures? Or is the supposed effectiveness of Chinese 
migrant entrepreneurs, admired by some groups and envied by others, just a characteristic 
feature of any trading Diaspora? Are its members perhaps more inclined - or forced, according to 
circumstances - to be innovative drivers of change, if only in order to survive in a foreign, 
sometimes even hostile social environment? After all, economic migrants are perceived by most 
people worldwide as more enterprising and adventurous fellows than the ordinary human being 
that stays at home to earn its living. 

Next to nothing is known about the relationship of Chinese and African entrepreneurial 
diasporas in their common host countries, let alone on the articulation of their cultures of 
innovation. This question is still terra incognita, awaiting meticulous empirical investigation. In 
the meantime, we have to rely on more or less founded anecdotic evidence and speculation. Both 
groups are perceived by their local competitors, and increasingly by the national tabloid press, as 
strangers, if not intruders. In view of increasing xenophobe tendencies of the politics of 
belonging in Western Africa, it makes apparently little difference whether they live already for 
generations in their host country and have acquired its nationality, like Nigerian migrant traders 
in Benin. Possibly, the latter profit from close cultural similarities with the local population, 
notably if they belong to the same or related ethnic groups as the Nigerian Yoruba in Benin. This 
may facilitate among others the entrance into or collaboration with networks of ethnic 
entrepreneurs - not necessarily of the same ethnic group -of their African host community. At 
least, case studies about Igbo entrepreneurial migrants and their links with Hausa and Yoruba 
migrant traders in Nigeria, characterized by longstanding relationships of trust and cooperation 
(cf. Meagher 2009), point in this direction. On the other hand, Adida (2008) maintains that too 
close cultural identities rather arose suspicion and rejection by local rivals. In short, it is by 



no means certain that African migrants get a general premium in local estimation vis-a-vis 
Chinese migrants just because of their Africanity. After all, African identity is a social construct, 
periodically invented and adapted anew according to circumstances and needs. Thus, Benedict 
Anderson's (1991) renowned concept of the imaginaries of Nationalism as invented community 
applies to the notion of Africanity as well. It even stretches beyond people and includes the 
identity of goods as well, as Nina Sylvanus (2007) aptly demonstrated, taking the example of 
Chinese made counterfeit 'African-wax' cloth in Togo. 


If all boils down to the question of cultural differences, we may be inclined, in view of the 
paucity of data on the articulation of Chinese and Nigerian entrepreneurial diasporas, to take as 
an approximation the relationship of Chinese entrepreneurial migrants in Nigeria with their local 
counterparts. A few case studies have already been made in the latter field (cf. Ogen, 2008; 
Atomre et al. 2009; Obiorah et al. 2008; Kitching and Woldie 2004). They all point in the same 
direction, namely that there are no robust indicators that prove distinctive cultural factors 
specific to either Chinese or Nigerian culture as a whole, independent from space and time, 
which could explain its different performance. Quite to the contrary, it has been shown above 
that Nigerian migrant entrepreneurs in Ghana have been over decades at least as performing as 
Chinese migrants nowadays. But even if such unique national innovation cultures do exist in 
their respective home country, this would not necessarily mean that they act in a similar way 
under foreign conditions, e.g. uprooted and transplanted in trading diasporas acting in a foreign 
cultural environment, far away from their customary cultural home. 

Alternatively, we could investigate as a second proxy for the articulation of Chinese and 
Nigerian entrepreneurial diasporas, the relationship of Nigerian migrant entrepreneurs in China 
with their local Chinese counterparts, which is just the inverse of the first proxy. In fact, there is 
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an increasing number of African, notably Nigerian migrant entrepreneurs in China . The few 
available studies on this relative new phenomenon (cf. Bertoncello and Bredeloup 2009: 55-60; 
2007; Rennie, 2010; Onos, 2009) again do not deliver any clues about the superiority of a 
national Nigerian (or Chinese) innovation culture, although in this respect guanxi networks have 
been mentioned again as peculiar Chinese cultural 


According to informed estimates there live actually between 20,000 and 120,000 Africans in the Guangzhou 
region alone. Again reliable data are lacking because of the irregular status of most African migrants (cf. 
Bertoncello and Bredeloup 2009: 55). 



trait to be observed by African entrepreneurs (cf. Horwitz et al. 2005), a notion which is highly 
controversial, as explained above. 


In short, in order to a make a methodically sound comparison of different ethnical groups of 
migrant entrepreneurs and to discern eventually their distinctive innovative cultures, it will be 
imperative to make evaluations on a level playing field. This is, both ethnic trading diasporas 
should be studied at the same time, implanted in an identical foreign environment (host country) 
to allow for meaningful comparisons, last but not least, in order to reduce as far as possible - 
often unknown external intervening factors. All this, to stress it again, should be done with due 
respect to the trans-national social spaces in which these migrant networks are embedded. 
Assessing and isolating the impact of Cultures of Innovation on development becomes even 
more difficult in view of possible counteracting influence of other significant factors. The most 
significant one is probably the global trend for neo-liberal economic and political reforms in the 
past decades by the international donor community, combined with state neglect notably in 
Africa, which both shape the performance of entrepreneurial networks in complex interactions 
(cf. Meagher 2010: 166). 


Conclusion 

Chinese and African entrepreneurial diasporas are culturally distinct from their society of origin 
as well as from that of their host community. A strong capacity of adaptation to the rapidly 
changing living conditions and business opportunities - not just in their host country but on a 
global scale -is a precondition for success for both groups of ethnic entrepreneurs. Nevertheless, 
their business strategies and modes of survival differ significantly, with due regard to the 
demands of both the host country and the respective transnational Diaspora in that they are 
embedded. Although most of these entrepreneurial diasporas are not as homogenous as thought 
off at first sight, but characterized by significant divisions according to class, gender and even 
ethnic composition, they more often than not develop their own distinctive culture. This 
common culture is not just an ideology which welds together a moral community (cf. Cohen, A. 
1971: 266-67), i.e. a culture of identity acting as a kind of glue for the different factions of the 
Diaspora, to bridge or hide their internal divide. Under certain conditions, it also becomes an 
enabling 



culture of innovation that provides its members with a distinctive drive for change and 
modernization. This may include a remarkable capacity for institutional innovations across 
kinship and community frontiers, similar to that observed by Kate Meagher in her study of Igbo 
entrepreneurial networks and their liaison with other ethnic trading diasporas, contributing to a 
nation-building 'from below' in Nigeria (cf. Meagher 2009: 35). However, this seems to be no 
unilateral path-dependant development, let alone a planned process, but the result of a long path 
of trial and error. Furthermore, although most cultures of trading diasporas have a distinctive 
creative impetus which stimulates ingenuity, change and an entrepreneurial spirit, not all of them 
are at the same time innovative, i.e. embedded in social processes and networks that effectively 
disseminate particular inventions. And even if so, they are not necessarily development 
orientated in the sense mentioned above. 


Notwithstanding, a growing divide of current Chinese entrepreneurial diasporas (or of Nigerian 
entrepreneurial migrants in Ghana in the 1960s) on the one hand, and their rival groups of local 
entrepreneurs on the other, instigated by the identity politics of a new nationalist elite keen to 
consolidate its power and resources, there is a long-standing effective collaboration at the 
grass-root level between the different trading diasporas. The latter is based on a division of 
labour and on the comparative advantage of the innovation cultures of each group. Last but not 
least, this contributed also to nationwide poverty reduction, notably in providing cheap basic 
consumer goods even to the most remote corners of the hinterland. 



References 


Adida, Claire L. (2008): Too Close for Comfort? Immigrant-Host Relations in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Department of Political Science, Stanford University. WP, http://www.stanford.edu/~cadida; 
accessed 02.02.10 

Afolayan, Adejumoke A. et al. (2008): Dynamics of International Migration in Nigeria (A Review 
of Literature). Country Paper - Nigeria. Ibadan: Dept, of Geography, Univ. of Ibadan, Nigeria; 
online: www.imi.ox.ac.uk/pdfs/nigerian-country-paper-08 , accessed 03.02.10 

Afolayan, A. (1999): Emigration Dynamics in Nigeria: Landlessness, Poverty, Ethnicity and 

Differential Responses. In Appleyard, R., (ed), Emigration Dynamics in Developing Countries, 
Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999, Vol. I: Sub-Saharan Africa 

Akinrinade, Sola / Ogen, Olukoya (2008): Globalization and De-Industrialization: South-South 
Neo-Liberalism and the Collapse of the Nigerian Textile Industry. The Global South, 2 (2008) 
2:159-170 

Anderson, Benedict (1991): Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. London: Verso, 1983; revised edition, July 1991 

Antwi Bosiakoh, Thomas (2009): Adjustment, Integration and Development Impacts of Nigerian 
Migrant Associations in Accra, Ghana. Accra/Legon: Department of Sociology, University of 
Ghana 

Asche, Helmut / Schuller, Margot (2008): China’s engagement in Africa - Opportunities and risks 
for development. Eschborn: gtz 

Atomre, Evelyn and Odigie, Joel and Eustace, James and Onemolease, Wilson (2009): Chinese 
investments in Nigeria, chapter 3.8. In: Baah, A. Y. and Jauch, Herbert (eds.)(2009): Chinese 
investments in Africa: A labour perspective. Windhoek: African Labor Research Network, May 
2009: 333-365 

Baah, Anthony Yaw and Otoo, Kwabena Nyarko and Fokuoh Ampratwurm, Edward (2009): 
Chinese investments in Ghana. In: Baah, A. Y. and Jauch, Herbert (eds.)(2009): Chinese 
investments in Africa: A labour perspective, chapter 3.1. Windhoek: African Labour Research 
Network, May 2009: 85-123 

Beck, U. (2007): The Cosmopolitan Condition: Why Methodological Nationalism Fails. Theory, 
Culture and Society, 24. (2007) 7-8: 286-290 

Beck, Ulrich / Beck-Gernsheim, Elisabeth (2008): Global generations and the trap of 

methodological nationalism for a cosmopolitan turn in the sociology of youth and generation. 
European Sociological Review, Nov. 2008 

Bertoncello, Brigitte / Bredeloup Sylvie (2009): Chine-Afrique ou la valse des 

entrepreneurs-migrants. Revue europeenne des migrations internationales, 25 (2009) 

Berloncelfo, Brigitte / Bredeloup Sylvie (2007): De Hong Kong a Guangzhou, de nouveaux 
"comptoirs" africains s'organisent. Perspectives Chinoises, (2007) 1: 98-109 

Blume, Georg (2008): Chinas McKinsey in Afrika. Die Tageszeitung 
(taz-mag-Wochenendbeilage), 12.04.2008: 1-3 

Bourdarias, Franqoise (2009): Migrants chinois au Mali: une pluralite de mondes sociaux. Revue 
europeenne des migrations internationales, 25 (2009) 1: 7-24 

Brautigam, Deborah (2003): Close encounters: Chinese business networks as industrial catalysts in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. African Affairs 102:447-467 (2003) 

Brettell, Caroline B. / Alstatt, and Kristoffer E. (2007): The agency of immigrant entrepreneurs 
Biographies of the Self-Employed in Ethnic and Occupational Niches of the Urban Labor 



Market. Journal of Anthropological Research, Department of Anthropology, Southern Methodist 

University. Dallas; online: 

http://people.smu.edu/cbrettel/BrettellAlstattAgencyImmigrantEntrepreneurs.pdf ; accessed: 

26 April 2010 

Broadman, Harry G. (2007): Africa’s Silk Road. China and India’s New Economic Frontier. 
Washington. D.C.: The World Bank Chaponniere, Jean-Raphael (2006): Les echanges entre la 
Chine et l’Afrique: Situation actuelle, perspectives et sources pour l’analyse. Paris: INSEE, 
STATECO N° 100, 2006 Chernilo, Daniel (2006): Social theory’s methodological nationalism - 
Myth and reality. European Journal of Social Theory, 9, 1: 5 -22 

Cohen, Abner (1971): Cultural strategies in the organization of trading diasporas. In: Meillassoux, 
Claude (ed.): The development of indigenous trade and markets in West Africa. London, Oxford 
University Press, 1971: 266-281 

D’Orville, H. (2004) ‘The culture of innovation and the building of knowledge societies’, in 
UNESCO (2004): 21-8 

Dobler, Gregor (2009): Chinese Shops and the Formation of a Chinese Expatriate Community in 
Namibia. The China Quarterly, 2009: 707-727 

Dobler, Gregor (2008): From Scotch Whisky to Chinese sneakers: International commodity flows 
and new trade networks in Oshikango, Namibia. Africa, 78 (2008): 410-432 

Dupre, Mathilde / Shi, Weijing (2008): La presence chinoise en Afrique de l'Ouest: le cas du Mali et 
du Benin. Paris: AFD, Working Paper No. 69 

Eades, Jeremy S. (1993): Strangers and traders: Yoruba migrants, markets and the state in 
Northern Ghana. For the International African Institute. Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press 

Ellis, Stephen and Janet MacGaffey (1997): Le commerce international informel en Afrique 
sub-saharienne. Quelques problemes methodologiques et conceptuels. Cahiers d'Etudes 
africaines, Nr. 145, vol. 37-1, 1997: 11-37 

Featherstone, David (2007): The spatial politics of the past unbound: transnational networks and 
the making of political identities. Global Networks: A Journal of Transnational Affairs, 7 (4): 
430-452 

Forrest, T. (1994): The Advance of African Capital: The growth of Nigerian private enterprise. 
Edinburgh University Press 

Gadzala, Aleksandra W. (2010): From formal-to informal-sector employment: examining the 
Chinese presence in Zambia. Review of African Political Economy, 37 (2010) 123: 41-59 

Gadzala, Aleksandra (2009): Survival of the fittest? Kenya's jua kali and Chinese businesses. 
Journal of Eastern African Studies, Volume 3, Issue 2 July 2009 , pages 202 -220 

Geschiere, P., B. Meyer and P. Pels (eds.) (2007) Readings in modernity in Africa. Oxford: James 
Currey 

Gold, Thomas / Guthrie, Doug / Wank, David L. (eds.) (2002): Social connections in China: 
institutions, culture, and the changing nature of guanxi. (Structural Analysis in Social 
Sciences). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

Goldstein, Andrea / Pinaud, Nicolas / Reisen, Helmut / Chen, Xiaobao (2006): The rise of China 
and India: What's in it for Africa? Paris: OECD Development Centre Studies, 2006.6:1-155 

Gu, Jing (2009): China's private enterprises in Africa and the implications for African 
development. European Journal of Development Research, 21 (2009): 570-587 

Hahn, H.P. / Klute, Georg (eds.) (2007): Cultures of migration. African perspectives. Berlin: Lit. 

Haugen, Heidi O. / Carling, Jorgen (2005): On the edge of the Chinese diaspora: The surge of 
baihuo business in an African city. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 28 (2005)4:639 -662 



Heidenreich, M. (2001) ‘Innovation und Kultur in europaischer Perspektive’. European Integration 
and Global Society, Paper, Bamberg, Universitat Bamberg, online: <www.uni- 
bamberg.de/sowi/europastudien/innovationskulturen.htm>, 2006/10/12 

Ho, Conal (2008): The “Doing” and “Undoing” of Community: Chinese Society in Ghana. China 
aktuell — Journal of Current Chinese Affairs, 37 (2008)3:45-77 

Ho, Conal Guan-Yow (2008a): Living Transitions: A Primer to Chinese Presence in Ghana. The 
China Monitor (University of Stellenbosch), 26 (2008): 9-11 

Horwitz, F. Ferguson / Rivett, M. I. / Lee, A. (2005): An Afro-Asian nexus : South African 

multinational firm experiences in Chinese labour markets -key focus areas. African Journal of 
Business Management, 36 (2005): 3: 29-40 

Igue, John O. and Soule, Bio G. (1992): LFtat entrepot au Benin: Commerce informel ou solution a 
la crise? Paris: Karthala, 1992 

Kamphausen, Erhard (2000): Pentecostalism and De-Fetishism. A Ghanaian Case Study. Journal of 
Constructive Theology, 6 (2000) 1: 79-96 

Kaplinsky, Raphael (2008) China and the Terms of Trade: the Challenge to Development Strategy 
in SSA, paper prepared for the Conference on “Rise of China: Global Opportunities and 
Challenges”, Mount Holyoke, March 2008 

Kitching, Beverley and Woldie, Atsese (2004): Female Entrepreneurs in Transitional Economies: a 
comparative study of Businesswomen in Nigeria and China. Hawaii International Conference on 
Business, 21-24 June 2004, Honolulu, Hawaii, http://eprints.qut.edu.au/! 168/ ; accessed 
07.05.10 

Kohnert, Dirk (2007): On the renaissance of African modes of thought -The example of the belief in 
magic and witchcraft. In: Schmidt, Burghart / Schulte, Rolf (eds.): Witchcraft in Modern Africa: 
Witches, witch-hunts and magical imaginaries. Hamburg: Verlag Dokumentation and Buch 
(DOBU), Hamburg, 2007: 39-61 

Kohnert, D. (2006): Cultures of innovation of the African poor - common roots, shared traits, joint 
prospects? On the articulation of multiple modernities in African societies and Black Diasporas in 
Latin America. GIGA Working Paper 25 

Lafargue, Franqois (2005): China’s Presence in Africa. China perspectives, n°61, 2005. 
http://chinaperspectives.revues.org/document519.html ; accessed 26 April 2010. 

Lawal, Bayo A. (2008): Nigerian migrants in the Cameroons and the reactions of the host 
communities, 1885-1961. In: Falola, Toyin / Okpeh, Okpeh Ochayi (2008): Population 
movements, conflicts, and displacements in Nigeria. Africa World Press (Trenton NJ) 

Lessault D. / Beauchemin, C. (2009): Ni exode ni invasion. Regards statistiques sur les migrations 
intemationales d’Afrique subsaharienne. Revue Europeenne sur les Migrations Internationales, 
n°3, juin 2009: 163-194 

Liu, Jing Jing (2010): Contact and identity: The experience of 'China goods' in a Ghanaian 
marketplace. Journal of Community and Applied Social Psychology, 20 (2010) 3:184 - 201 

Lyons, Michal and Brown, Alison (2009): Has Mercantilism Reduced Urban Poverty in SSA? 
Perception of Boom, Bust, and the China-Africa Trade in Lome and Bamako. World 
Development, 38 (2009) 5: 771-782 

Madichie, N. O./ Saeed, A. T. (2010): The innovation dilemma of the Ghanaian textile industry. 
International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Innovation Management, 11 (2010) 2: 228 - 238 


Marglin, Stephen (2009): The culture of economics. Development, 52 (2009)3: 292-297 




Martineau, Jean-Luc (2009): Shifting identities of Nigerian Yoruba in Dahomey and the Republic 
of Benin (1940s - 2004). In: Falola, T. Usman. A.A. (eds.) (2009): Movements, borders, and 
identities in Africa. Univ of Rochester Pr, 2009: 238-260 

Meagher, Kate (2010). Identity economics - Social networks and the informal economy in 
Nigeria. Oxford: James Currey 

Meagher, Kate (2009): Trading on faith: religious movements and informal economic governance 
in Nigeria. Journal of Modern African Studies, 47 (2009)3: 397-423 

Meagher, Kate (2009a): The informalization of belonging: Igbo informal enterprise and national 
cohesion from below. Africa Development, 34 (2009) 1: 31-46 

Meagher, Kate (2007): Informal institutions and development in Africa. Africa Spectrum, 42 
(2007)3:405-418 

Meagher, Kate (2005): Social capital or analytical liability? Social networks and African informal 
economies. Global Networks 5, (2005) 3: 217-238. 

Meagher, Kate (1997): Informal Integration or Economic Subversion? Parallel Trade in West 
Africa. In: Lavergne, R. (ed.): Regional integration and cooperation in West Africa: A 
Multidimensional Perspective. Ottawa: IDRC and Africa World Press, 1997: 165-187 

Meillassoux, Claude (ed.)(1971): The development of indigenous trade and markets in West 
Africa. London, Oxford University Press 

Mohan, Gilles / Tan-Mullins, May (2009): Chinese Migrants in Africa as New Agents of 
Development? An Analytical Framework. European Journal of Development Research, 21 
(2009)4:588-605 

Mohan, Giles / Kale, Dinar (2007): The invisible hand of South-south globalization: Chinese 
migrants in Africa. Report for the Rockefeller Foundation, The Open University, October 2007 

Mounmouni, Guillaume (2010): China’s Relations with African Sub-regions: The Case of West 
Africa. In: AUC: China and Africa: Assessing the Relationship on the Eve of the Fourth Forum 
on China Africa Co-operation (FOCAC IV). African Union Commission (AUC), The Bulletin of 
Fridays of the Commission Team, 3 (2010)1:25-43 

Mthembu-Salter, Gregory (2009): Elephants, Ants and Supeipowers: Nigeria’s Relations with 
China. South African Institute of International Affairs (SAHA), Occasional Paper No. 42 

Nkene, Blaise-Jacques (2003): Les immigres nigerians a Douala: problemes et strategies d'insertion 
sociale des etrangers en milieu urbain. Africa Development (Dakar). 28 (2003) 3-4: 142-167 


Obiorah, Ndubisi and Kew, Darren and Tanko, Yusuf (2008): "Peaceful rise" and human rights: 
China's expanding relations with Nigeria. In: Rotberg, Robert I. (ed.)(2008): China into Africa: 
trade, aid, and influence. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2008: 272-295 

Ogen, Olukoya (2008): Contemporary China-Nigeria Economic Relations: Chinese Imperialism or 
South-South Mutual Partnership? China ciktuell -Journal of Current Chinese Affairs, 37 (2008)3: 
78-102 

Onos, Evan (2009): The promised land - Guangzhou's Canaan market and the rise of an African 
merchant class. The New Yorker, February 9, 2009: 50-55 

Pairault, Thierry (2007): China's response to globalization - Manufacturing Confucian values. In: 
Schuerkens, Ulrike (ed.). "Globalization and transformations of local socio-economic practices. 
Oxford: Routledge, 2007: 99-119 

Pratt, Cornelius B. (2009): Using the personal influence model to guide theory building for 
participatory communication in Africa. Communicatio, South African Journal for 
Communication Theory and Research, Volume 35, Issue 1 July 2009, pages 30 -49 



Pries, L. (ed.) (2001) New transnational social spaces, international migration and transnational 
companies in the early twenty-first century. London: Routledge 

Ramachandran, Vijaya and Shah, Manju Kedia(1999): Minority entrepreneurs and firm 
performance in sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Development Studies, 36: 2, 71 -87 

Rao, V. and M. Walton (eds.) (2004) Culture and Public Action. Washington DC: The World Bank 
Rennie, Namvula (2010): Africans in China - Sweet and sour in Guangzhou. The African 
Report, No. 21, Febr.-March 2010: 16-22 Robertson, R. (1995) ‘Glocalization: Time-Space and 
Homogeneity - Heterogeneity’, in M. Featherstone, S. Lash and R. Robertson (eds.) Global 
Modernities , pp. 25-44. London: Sage. 


Roitman, J. L. (1990) ‘The politics of informal markets in sub-Saharan Africa’, Journal of Modern 
African Studies, 28 (4): 671-96 

Sasssen, Saskia (2006): Territory, authority, rights: From medieval to global assemblages. 
Princeton: Princeton Univ. Pr. 

Sassen, S. (2001) ‘Cracked casings: notes towards an analytics for studying transnational 
processes’, in Pries, L. (ed.) (2001): 187-208 

Schumpeter, Joseph A. (1934): Theory of economic development. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press (first published in German 1912) 

Sen, Amartya (2004): How does culture matter?. In V. Rao and M. Walton (eds.) (2004) Culture 
and Public Action, 37-58. Washington DC: World Bank, (first published in 2002; quotes refer 
to this paper) 

Storey, John / Wright, Patrick M. / Ulrich, Dave (eds.)(2008): The Routledge companion to 
strategic human resource management. London: Routledge 

Swedberg, Richard (2002): The economic sociology of capitalism: Weber and Schumpeter. 
Journal of Classical Sociology, 2 (3): 227-255 

Sylvanus, Nina (2009): Commer 5 antes togolaises et diables chinois. Une approche par la rumeur. 
Politique Africaine, 113 (2009): 55-71 

Sylvanus, Nina (2009): The fabric of Africanity -Tracing the global threads of authenticity. 
Anthropological Theory, 7 (2007) 2: 201-216 

UNESCO (2004) Dialogue among civilisations -A Culture of Innovation and the Building of 
Knowledge Societies. International Expert Symposium, Moscow, 9 to 11 November 2003; 
Conference Reader ‘Dialogue among Civilizations’ series, directed by Hans d’Orville, edited 
by Tina Bovermann and F. W. Russell. Paris, Bureau of Strategic Planning, United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

Volery, Thierry (2007): Ethnic entrepreneurship: a theoretical framework. In: Dana, Leo Paul 
(ed.): Handbook of research on ethnic minority entrepreneurship: A co-evolutionary view on 
resource management. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2007: 30-41 

Weiss, Thomas Lothar (1998): Migrant Nigerians: La diaspora dans le Sud-Ouest du Cameroun. 
Paris: L'Harmattan 

Wimmer, A. / Schiller, N.G. (2002): Methodological nationalism and beyond: nation-state 
building, migration and the social science. Global Networks, 2 (2002)4: 301-334 

Youngstedt, Scott M. (2004): Creating modernities through conversation groups: The everyday 
worlds of Hausa migrants in Niamey, Niger. African Studies Review, 47 (2004) 3: 91-118 

Zhou, Min (2004): Revisiting ethnic entrepreneurship: convergencies, controversies, and 
conceptual advancements. International Migration Review (IMR), 38 (2004)3: 1040-1074 



Dirk Kohnert, economist, is deputy director of the Institute of African Affairs (IAA), at GIGA, 
German Institute of Global and Area Studies, Hamburg/Germany, since 1991. Before, he was 
lecturer in development planning and senior development expert in several African countries. He 
published numerous books and articles in learned journals on economic, social and cultural 
development, planning and evaluation. 



